T oo often, patients, families, and practitioners simply wait when faced with challenges related to mental health. This approach is particularly common when dealing with children presenting with symptoms that may indicate mental illness. Families wait and hope for improvement, practitioners wait for medications to take full effect before performing a reassessment, and patients wait for some resolution. As is the case for many illnesses, however, delays often result in escalation of the problem. For mental illness, such escalation means the complexity of psychosocial factors increases and the disease state continues to progress. As a consequence, the required services, medications, and overall management often become more complex and more challenging. Addressing complications as they present therefore becomes essential, especially in children and adolescents.
The William Osler Health System has a well-developed and comprehensive Mental Health and Addictions Program. Patients admitted into the Child and Adolescent (CHAD) mental health programs range in age from 5 to 17 years old. This time of life can be a challenging period for these vulnerable patients and their families. Initial diagnosis of one or more complications pertaining to mental health often occurs during this period. As patients and their families grapple with the disease state itself, they struggle to gain an overall understanding of both the disease and the therapeutic plan, while also facing significant life changes. The associated challenges include learning to navigate the health care system, attending frequent visits with physicians and counsellors, interacting with multiple health care providers, and understanding and coping with medication management. A pharmacist fits perfectly within the multidisciplinary team to address these concerns.
Dr Barat believes that a pharmacist's greatest contribution occurs in the setting of outpatient and community programs. Helping patients with mental health in the community can potentially address issues before they lead to hospital admissions. In addition, among patients who have been admitted to hospital, postdischarge work in the community will hopefully result in fewer readmissions.
In the near future, the William Osler Health System hopes to introduce a First Episode Schizophrenia Outpatient Program, with a focus on educating patients and families about this disease state, lifestyle management, and pharmacotherapy.
Although similar programs already exist in the region, none has a pharmacist as a core team member. It is Dr Barat's vision to expand the role of the pharmacist in programs such as this one to offer a strong foundation for the medication safety and wellbeing of patients with mental illness.
